
| 55Intergenerational Transgressions in Re-living War

Anna Odrowąż-Coates1

Intergenerational Transgressions in Re-living War 
and the Uncertainty of Displacement: A Privilege or a Curse 
for the Third Generation

abstract
Transgression is often seen as a negative term; to cross social or ethical bounda-
ries. In this paper, it is defined as ‘blurring of the symbolic boundaries between 
grandparents and younger generations in terms of the WWII experience’, which 
leads to living memory of the war, but also to experiencing and re-living the 
trauma of war and dislocation. It occurs through the immersion of younger gen-
erations in family history narratives, memorabilia, diaries and photographs that 
become a family treasure, owned jointly by the family members. In this paper, 
intergenerational transgression is analysed as a soft and symbolic phenomenon, 
which on one hand preserves the memory of past, but on the other, cascades the 
negative experiences onto children and grandchildren. If this is true for WWII 
survivors, then it should be considered in other cases of long-term conflict and 
dislocation, particularly in recent conflicts such as Syria, Iraq, and Afghani-
stan. 
Understanding the connection between intergenerational transgression of war 
trauma may aid the process of healing. 
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introduction 

The paper is based on a purposively selected literary review of existing scien-
tific works dedicated to the transmission of war related trauma and its impact on 
younger generations, due to familial transfer of trauma. Albeck (1994) describes 
the experience of intergenerational transmission of trauma as having scars on one’s 
body without suffering the actual wounds that would have caused them. Transmis-
sion of trauma is demonstrated by secondary traumatization, suffered by children 
of original victims (Giladi & Bell, 2013), impacting on their future functioning, 
their parenting and interpersonal relationships. 

To show the depth and lasting power of intergenerational transgression, 
the focus is placed primarily on the first and the third generation. The paper is 
inspired by a personal experience of intergenerational transgression. Therefore, 
the notion of this phenomenon derives from the author’s autobiographical explora-
tion included in this paper. The paper may be inscribed into the field of social 
pedagogy, social psychology and political sociology, related to the subjects of 
memory, social conditioning and the intergenerational transmission of war related 
trauma. Moreover, Jan Assmann’s (2006, 2008) understanding of historic memory 
(individual, social, communicative or cultural) will be enhanced by the accompa-
nying, deep, inherent experience of trauma embedded in historic events. It is the 
very experience of trauma that should be identified, addressed, understood and 
resolved in a multigenerational perspective. 

Therefore the overall aim of this paper is to hypothesize a novel approach to the 
phenomenon of ‘intergenerational transgression’, starting with an alternative defi-
nition and closing with a predisposition to identify the socio-pedagogical healing 
potential of such explorations. This is not to say that the individual cases of WWII 
generation and their children, or the trauma suffered by the indigenous population 
of North America, may be easily adopted in the 21st century liquid social reality, yet 
the educators and social workers connecting with today’s victims of Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan’s military conflicts and forced displacements, may be better equipped 
to support generations to come, in building resilience and a brighter future. Within 
understanding starts the process of healing (cf. Sieff, 2015). 

intergenerational transgression 

‘Transgression’ is often seen as a negative term connected with the crossing of social 
norms and ethical boundaries (cf. Asquith & Cheers, 2001; Austin et al., 2006). 
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It is also associated with group violence (Goode & Smith 2016). In the intergen-
erational context, it may be viewed as the sins of grandparents, where the current 
generation is held to account for the transgressions of previous generations (Goto 
et al., 2015; Bulus Takore, 2017). Transgression is also recognized as a process of 
deep engagement and self-association with the story or narrative by their readers (cf. 
Newman, 1993). In this paper, the meaning of ‘intergenerational transgression’ is 
understood in an alternative way, directed at the ‘blurring of the symbolic bounda-
ries’ between grandparents (great-grandparents or parents) and younger generations 
in terms of the WWII experience, which may lead to the living memory of war, 
which may also transmit intergenerational emotional damage and anxiety. Inter-
generational transgression, in this understanding, is therefore a soft and symbolic 
phenomenon difficult to capture in socio-pedagogical research. This phenomenon 
may occur through the immersion of younger generations in family history narra-
tives that become a family treasure, owned jointly by the family members (although 
it may also be represented by inheritable post-traumatic stress). Possessions such as 
memorabilia play an important part in this process: family treasures connected to 
war, documents, photographs, war and after-war diaries. The transgression may be 
also observed in an increased interest and knowledge of WWII, derived from books 
and documentaries, in thinking about it often, in commemorating it, remembering it 
and may also refer to a ‘set of values’ transmitted to younger generations. Intergen-
erational transgression is connected to, but not to be confused with, intergenerational 
transmission (Hareven, 1994), which is a transmission of family norms and values 
and family history from an older generation to younger generations, for the continua-
tion and reproduction of both wider culture and the unique familial individuality (cf. 
Rosenthal & Marshall, 1988; Sabatier & Lannegrand-Willems, 2005). Transmission 
may also be associated with transferring trauma and suffering from a post-traumatic 
stress onto one’s own children or/and grandchildren. 

Nevertheless, intergenerational transgression is more than just a transmission, 
it leads to immersion in past experience and the blurring of age-gap boundaries, 
time and emotional ballast. Amongst the distinctive features of such transgres-
sions are a differing perception of family and intergenerational commitments and 
a certain feeling of indebtedness (cf. Wątroba, 2017). Wesołowski (1995, p. 12) 
talks about transgression in terms of transactional interests, seeing it as a method 
to overcome the past and build the future, based on collective tradition and shared 
memory. The notion of intergenerational indebtedness may also be found in Beng-
ston et al. (1985) and McPherson (1998) who discuss successful transfer of values 
held responsible for intergenerational relationships in the process of aging and care. 
These ideas about alternative meanings of transgression require that it must con-
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stitute a fully conscious and controlled process. On the contrary, this paper claims 
that it is a spontaneous and independent social phenomenon, which may become 
more controlled and people may become more conscious of it in the future, when 
experienced by the new generations involved in the 21st century’s conflicts. This 
will depend on education and support received by victims and their families. An 
expert on the memory of the WWII, Wiesław Theiss (2017)2, coined the phrase: 
‘grandchildren with an excess of memory baggage’, alongside their parents (‘the 
generation after’) and their grandparents (‘the generation of the apocalypse’). This 
term implies a certain negative ballast carried on the shoulders of the third genera-
tion and this is the first path chosen to analyse in this paper – the unintentional 
passing on of trauma from grandparents to their grandchildren. 

intergenerational transmission of trauma as evidence 
for intergenerational transgression 

Intergenerational transmission of trauma has been of interest to clinical psycholo-
gists for a long time, including Levi, Wiesel, Kernberg, Ferenczi, Freud and Laub. 
Auerhahn & Laub (1998, p. 22) wrote poignantly: 

knowledge of psychic trauma weaves through the memories of several generations, 
making those who know it as secret bearers. […] massive trauma has an amorphous 
presence, not defined by place or time and lacking a beginning, middle, or end […], 
it shapes the internal representation of reality of several generations, becoming an 
unconscious organizing principle, passed on by parents and internalized by their 
children. 

Becker and Diaz (1998) found that children and grandchildren, of those who suf-
fered from the dictatorship in Latin America, shared the deep trauma of their parents 
and grandparents, identifying with it as if it was their own first-hand experience. 
Werner Bohleber (2007) identified the need to recognize and to analyze historical 
facts in trauma patients lives, together with their long-term intergenerational out-
comes. Myhra (2011) also confirmed that trauma may be inherited, as she linked 
intergenerational transmission of historical trauma with substance abuse among 
America’s and Alaska’s indigenous people. In fact, in a native American cultural 
context, the intergenerational transfer of behavioral models of either malfunction-

2 Presentation at Janusz Korczak’s Congress of Children Rights, which took place in War-
saw, Poland, POLIN 23–24 September 2017. 
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ing or adaptation and resilience, is claimed to be based on passing on the historical 
trauma from one generation to another as described by Brave Heart (2003) and by 
Morgan & Freeman (2009). More recently, a multi-perspective book by Clara Mucci 
(2013) focuses on intergenerational transmissions, utilizing this term as a way to 
overcome the limiting division into personal vs. collective trauma. In the socio-
political context of this paper, one must mention Kraaykamp & Nieuwbeerta’s (2000) 
study of the ‘intergenerational transmission’ in 5 former socialist societies (includ-
ing Poland). However terminologically relevant, this geographically pertinent study 
does not cover the socio-cultural aspects related to shared memory of WWII, but the 
intergenerational transmission of ‘wealth’. So the main common point of reference 
is the use of relevant terminology. Equally, ‘intergenerational transmission’, that is, 
the core subject of this discussion, should be viewed as a socially mediated process 
of preserving memory and culture through and within family narratives and as such 
should not be muted but worked with (cf. Coker, 2008; Schönpflug, 2001). Further-
more, the memory of war is likely to be tainted by a ‘secondary trauma experience’, 
passed on from parents to children, as proven by Motta et al. (1997), who positively 
tested a modified ‘Stroop procedure’ (test measuring trauma by response to con-
text driven words, displayed in different colours), to assess stress in post-Vietnam 
veterans and non-veteran children. Moreover, Nicolai, Zerach, & Solomon (2017) 
researched intergenerational transmission of captivity trauma amongst children of 
fathers suffering from a post-traumatic stress disorder and found statistically valid 
correlation. Intergenerational transmission of trauma often refers to parents passing 
on their trauma onto their children and in reference to WWII these are/were often 
Holocaust survivors (Katz, 2003; Prager, 2003). 

Wider meta-analysis of studies dedicated to intergenerational transmission of 
parental trauma onto younger generations were carried out by clinical psycholo-
gist Irit Felsen (2017), being probably the most comprehensive to date. Felsen not 
only provides research relevant to the issues of intergenerational transmission of 
trauma, but most importantly builds a hub of evidence that appropriate interven-
tions aimed at supporting survivors of trauma, together with family support, may 
normalize and improve relational functioning on personal, spousal, and parental 
level. This is extremely important for sheltering children and grandchildren from 
the intergenerational transmission of negative consequences, associated with post-
traumatic responses in care providers, either parents or grandparents. Amongst 
the case studies presented in Felsen’s work, one may find the already mentioned 
intergenerational transmission of a “historical trauma”, recognized by Sotero 
(2006), Kupelian, Sanentz, & Kassabian (1998), Harth (2001), or Field, Muong, 
& Sochanvimean (2013). Further confirmation that differences and vulnerabilities 
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were also found in children of trauma survivors who did not even experience 
first-hand trauma was delivered by Yehuda et al. (2014). Furthermore, the Second 
World War’s survivors who were separated from their families due to evacuation 
as children, suffered from many emotional and relational issues, passed down 
in some forms to their own children and grandchildren (cf. Pesonen et al., 2007; 
Andersson, 2011, Foster, Davies, & Steele, 2003; Waugh et al., 2007; Teegen & 
Meister, 2000; Kuwert et al., 2007). Trauma of the Holocaust has been carried 
forward from generation to generation, according to Danieli (1984), Stern (2000), 
Davidovitch & Zalashik (2007), Friedman-Peleg (2014), and Lenoff (2014). 
Amongst the long-term effects suffered by 3 generations of Holocaust survivors, 
Scharf & Mayseless (2011) recognized a lack of emotional resources, inability 
to express autonomous wishes, disorganizing and coercive experiences within 
familial relationships. Other researchers found an overprotective parental style 
and the limiting of the agency of children amongst parents and grandparents who 
experienced the trauma of war (Bar-On et al., 1998; Brom, Kfir, & Dasberg, 2001; 
Kellermann, 2001). Felsen (1998) established that experiences of anxiety, depres-
sion, guilt and self-criticism were highly overrepresented amongst the children and 
grandchildren of the war survivors, who were also less willing to separate from 
their parents (Brom, Kfir, & Dasberg, 2001) and had poorer parental self-represen-
tation (Scharf, 2007). Hesse & Main (2006) linked these to the unresolved early 
trauma in parents’ and grandparents’ lives, which is responsible for a disoriented 
attachment style displayed by their children3. 

The transmission of war trauma between generations may be a representation 
of war related intergenerational transgression. D. Laub (2009) writes about the 
necessity to find an external point of reference to link the current emotional issues 
with historical events, which in cases of second and third generation survivors of 
the holocaust dates back to WWII. The difficulty in the identification and thera-
peutic response to trauma transmitted onto younger generations comes from the 
ambiguous and vague indication of the original historic cause by members of 
family, who may often be unaware that they suffer from inherited post traumatic 
stress and pass it on to their children and grandchildren in a repeated pattern (cf. 
Bradfield, 2011). To understand the interrelationship with traumatic events of the 
past and how it shapes relationships and functioning in the present is important 
if we aim to encourage the process of healing amongst past, present and future 
generations (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998, p. 76).

3 The notion of reactive attachment disorder (RAD) may be found in a volume of studies 
and personal accounts, dedicated to Holocaust survivors and their children, eg., Braga, Mello, & 
Fiks (2012); Fonagy (1999); Hoffman (2004); Rapoport (2011); Rowland-Klein & Dunlop (1998). 
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towards resilience and recognition – an autobiographical 
case study 

In some studies carried out in times of peace, one may find that intergenerational 
narratives help young people in their self-assessment and are relevant to the gen-
eral feeling of wellness amongst them (Fivush, Bohanek, & Duke, 2008; Fivush 
et al., 2011; Fivush & Zaman, 2011; Merrill & Fivush, 2016). Intergenerational 
narratives that deal with transgressive issues (understood as crossing of the moral 
boundaries) were found to be particularly relevant (Mansfield, McLean, & Lilgen-
dahl, 2010). War is one of the most challenging times and times of countless moral 
transgressions. A personal, autobiographical case study aims to add to this discus-
sion in the context of ‘intergenerational transgression’ and to its positive meaning. 
The cause of such transgression is yet to be established, but the intergenerational 
transmission of memory in individual biographical narrative will be clearly visible 
(cf. Svob et al., 2016). Perhaps it was the strength of the interpersonal bond, due to 
the amount of time invested in togetherness that led to the experience of intergen-
erational transgression of WWII. Perhaps it was the charismatic personality and 
the strength of character of the WWII survivor. Maybe it was the importance of the 
results of WWII for the future of the country and its citizens, or maybe all of these 
factors together. Either way, the phenomenon of intergenerational transgression 
is something that the Author of this paper experienced personally, through direct 
and intense contact with her grandfather, who told her war stories every single day. 
They played war games and read books dedicated to WWII. Although she did not 
experience the war herself, she often felt like she did. It was as if it was part of her 
and she had seen it and participated in it through the eyes and experiences of her 
grandfather. It was real and alive for her. She also noticed that other people of her 
age or even younger, in her social environment, shared a similar experience. She 
says: “Although I did not experience the Second World War in person, I lived it 
every day for the first 23 years of my life”. 

Grandfather4 was a retired colonel, rejected from the Polish military after 
his return to Poland from England in 1946. His alliance as an operational officer 
with Anders’ Army was considered treason by the communist government and 
he was expelled from military service. In order to survive, he had to complete an 
additional MSc in economics to be able to perform any paid employment at all. At 
his final working years, he worked as an account in the shipyards in Gdańsk and 
was subjected to regular supervision of special forces and reports were written 

4 https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zygmunt_Odrow%C4%85%C5%BC-Zawadzki.
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about his activities, his guests and his whereabouts. At this late period in his life, 
regular calls to visit a police station seized. Despite government supervision, he 
regularly visited the graves of heroes and former soldiers of WWII, both in Poland 
and abroad, taking his granddaughter to several ceremonies a year, amongst them 
commemoration ceremonies at Westerplatte, Bzura battle reconstructions near 
Sochaczew, multiple celebrations at the British Embassy in Warsaw, visits to 
Monte Cassino, Bologna and Ancona. These may be viewed as an opportunity for 
a child participation in important historic and political events. He gave passion-
ate speeches at ceremonies, at schools and in churches. He wore his uniform for 
special occasions and a collection of medals awarded to him for bravery and war 
time achievements, including an MBE and the Virtuti Militari that he treasured 
the most. He linked many factors of life and current affairs to the war time experi-
ences. At the age of 70, he resigned from work to look after his granddaughter when 
she turned 2 years old. He made war references to all the fun activities including 
playing shops and dolls, he sung war songs, told war rhymes, read stories from 
the battlefields, bought model soldiers, plastic guns, little tanks, military boats, 
aircraft, and had her build cardboard models. Playing chess was always performed 
like a real political battle between two real political entities. He bought his grand-
daughter the Trilogy5 by H. Sienkiewicz when she was 4 and she had read it 3 times 
by the age of 7. Playing cards and chess, taking on the roles of the soldiers of two 
opposing armies, climbing trees, hiding in holes and behind hills, had a flavour of 
military training and for a small girl it felt truly exciting. Philosophical debates 
took place over the chess board about right and wrong decisions and how they 
affect simple regular soldiers and their families. No man was to be sacrificed in the 
battle unnecessarily. The ultimate goal was to protect the royal couple, but the cost 
was always analysed. The implications were often considered against patricians, 
uprisings and political changes in the positioning of Polish boarders. Moreover, 
prayers were said before the battles began. The battle fields were drawn, trenches 
were built in the woods and pretend fights with home-made swords and bows and 
arrows were a common pass-time activity. As the old soldier was preparing his 
memoirs, first drafts of manuscripts containing encyclopaedic references to war 
and newly drafted chapters for war related books were read and reread at midday 
breaks or as night-time story reading. From a perspective of time, this may sound 
not quite like games and fun for a small child, yet it felt fantastic and adult-like. 
Grandmother’s stories of carrying underground press through the mountains, 

5 A patriotic novel about 17th century conflicts of Polish empire with Cossacks, Swedish 
and Ottoman empire.
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where she was hiding during the Nazi occupation, or the story of being almost 
shot dead and being rescued from a work camp in Mecklenburg (Germany) were 
also present at domestic dinner discourses, but less in-depth and less in-detail. 

The tension and antagonism between the communist state with their secret 
service, phone bugging and the snooping of neighbours added to the ongoing 
war-like atmosphere, which slowly defused after 1990. Suddenly communism 
ended and it became easier to talk about WWII in public and to celebrate forgotten 
heroes. New publication opportunities emerged and grandfather became engaged 
in the writing of his personal memoirs and a monograph of Poznań’s 14th Infantry 
Division. This resulted in a pile of books and articles bought in for reference to 
again raise the topic of war and to take over the thoughts and conversations in the 
household. Regular parties were held with former soldiers and officers discussing 
and mitigating historical truths and errors. In such a social ambient it was impos-
sible to escape a daily portion of WWII in everyday life. Free press and the newly 
established open media became interested in surviving commanding officers from 
Anders’ Army, who were still alive and willing to give interviews and public 
appearances. All of this led to the final recognition of grandpa’s war achievements 
by President Lech Kaczyński, who promoted him to a retired brigadier general in 
20066 and the anguish he felt for not being able to continue his military service 
was finally resolved. 

Throughout the Author’s childhood years, the whole family life circled around 
this very issue, how the communist leaders treated WWII heroes and how to avoid 
indoctrination and bending of the truth. Individual memory of the first-hand truth 
about the war, from the eye witness accounts, was considered of primary impor-
tance for collective memory building. Family ‘accomplishment’ relied in great 
part on a successful transmission of WWII memory to the younger generation. 
This may be a shared experience of many other grandchildren, raised in times of 
communism. Some of these grandchildren have been identified as they are mem-
bers of historic reconstruction groups and research into their experiences, which is 
taking place in 2018–2019 as part of a project funded by The Maria Grzegorzewska 
University in Warsaw, dedicated to: “WWII – Intergenerational transgressions. 
Socio-historical implications”, carried out in cooperation with Jacek Kulbaka and 
Bartosz Gondek. For the members of the reconstruction groups, collecting war 
memorabilia, dressing up in historic uniforms and re-enacting historic facts, bat-
tles or tragedies, is an expression of public history, or ‘lived’ history. It is not only 

6 http://www.prezydent.pl /archiwum-lecha-kaczynskiego/aktualnosci/rok-2008/
art,148,1021,pozegnanie-generala-zygmunta-odrowaza-zawadzkiego.html.
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a way of preserving history but also of ‘re-living’ it (as expected per intergenera-
tional transgression) and passing it on to new generations. 

According to Tappan (1991; 1998, p. 151), narratives mould children’s moral 
attitudes, working as models for extrapolating moral dilemmas to shape and to 
reconcile, through hoisting moral emotions (cf. Fivush et al., 2014). Discussing 
death and trauma, considering political decisions and battlefield leadership, bal-
ancing responsibility and necessities of the time, in spite of the audience, creates 
an open space for childhood reflexivity, participation and feelings of indebted-
ness, associated with responsibility, which preconditions childhood resilience and 
self-determination. This may be considered to be the path of hope, where first 
generation unwillingly passes on their unresolved trauma to their children, who 
then unknowingly pass it on to their own children. However, at this point, the first 
generation may grow to reconstruct and rework their initial trauma to strengthen 
and support their grandchildren. Similar findings of increased resilience in WWII 
survivors in their grandparental roles and a positive impact on their grandchildren 
were reported by Sagi-Schwartz et al. (2008). 

‘parrhesia’ in the process of healing 

In this case, the WWII participant’s attitude to passing on the living memory 
of the war falls into M. Foucault’s understanding of ‘parrhesia’ (1983) as speak-
ing freely about truth, with frankness considered as duty. Similarly, to Foucault’s 
conceptualization, it carries a burden of danger and takes courage to tell the truth 
when surrounded by an oppressive regime (cf. Foucault, 1983, pp. 15–16). Moreo-
ver, ‘parrhesia’ is expressed through speaking feely about the truth with frankness 
and despite the danger to one’s own life. It includes self-criticism and criticism 
of others, embracing moral duty through freedom of choice (cf. Foucault, 1983, 
pp. 19–20), the right and the obligation for future generations. This is a complex 
and quite sophisticated matter. On one hand, there is the individual experience 
that adds to the preservation of social and collective memory, on the other, the 
associated trauma and its ongoing transmission to younger generations. There is 
a delicate balance to be found between the responsibility to preserve memory of 
the past and the responsibility of not passing unresolved trauma onto younger fam-
ily members. This balance relies on self-awareness and the awareness of intergen-
erational transgression. In the context of memory and especially memory tainted 
with tragedy and trauma, Rodriguez & Fortier (2007, pp. 55–84) believe in the 
power of narrative, being the cornerstone of the process of resistance-building and 
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a healthy individual and collective identity. Such interpretation of a narrative may 
bring intergenerational transfer of trauma into the open and enable the identifica-
tion of personal and relational issues, in order to find appropriate help and support 
for an entire family, regardless of generational order. 

conclusion

Social pedagogues are neither psychologists nor therapists, yet they often discover 
children and families who have experienced the intergenerational transmission of 
trauma, often related to war, forced separation and forced dislocation. An under-
standing of intergenerational trauma transfers and intergenerational transgressions 
of war is important in social work for the identification of support needs and the 
activation of the correct environmental resources. It also enriches the academic 
discourse of social pedagogy, dedicated to social phenomenon related to memory 
and intergenerational transmission of cultural and historic heritage. The lack of 
such knowledge may endanger relational mediation and emotional healing. “Heal-
ing is an experiential, energy-requiring process in which space is created through 
a caring relationship in a process of expanding consciousness and results in a sense 
of wholeness, integration, balance and transformation and which can never be 
fully known” (Wendler, 1996, p. 836). Therefore, academic contributions that aid 
the healing process should not be disregarded and the concept of intergenerational 
transgressions should be investigated further and considered more universally. 

There is yet another dimension to reflect on whilst supporting the family in this 
complex intergenerational transgression. The burden that may be passed on from 
the supported family to the professional, who becomes the ‘engaged witness’ in 
order to help the family to integrate and to overcome unbearable, intergenerational 
experiences (cf. Gerson, 2009). Such discussion, however, will not take place in 
this paper as it is outside its scope of shedding a fresh light on the phenomenon of 
intergenerational transgression. 
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